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CAPT. JOHN HOWARD BURNHAM. 

[By Chakles L. Capek.] 

Capt. John Howard Burnham, the son of John Burnham 
and Sarah Choate Perkins, was born at Essex, Massachusetts, 
October 31, 1834, and died in Brokaw Hospital, Bloomington, 
Illinois, January 21, 1917. Essex had formerly been a part 
of Ipswich, and among the many other productions of his pen, 
is an extensive pamphlet published in the Journal of Ameri- 
can History, Vol. IX, September, 1915, showing the first out- 
break against English rule, afterwards spreading out into 
the American Eevolution, was in that town, and in which his 
ancestors bore a prominent part. He had a pardonable pride 
in his birthplace, and in his distinguished ancestry, traced 
back to England, as his was one of New England's most 
eminent families. His mother was a first cousin of Rufus 
Choate and all his ancestors were Puritans of the strictest 
sect. 

He came to Illinois in 1855, and for two years taught in 
Barrington. He then entered the State Normal School, 
graduating in the second class in 1861. The Thirty-third, 
widely celebrated as the Schoolmaster's Begiment of IiA- 
fantry, was formed at that time. Every teacher and student 
in the school, who could pass the required physical examina- 
tion, enlisted. Young Burnham was elected first lieutenant 
of Company A, afterwards becoming the captain. The presi- 
dent of the school, Charles E. Hovey, was appointed colonel, 
and, at the close of the war, had gained the position of Brevet 
Major General. Capt. Burnham took part in several battles 
and in numerous skirmishes. In the summer of 1862, 
stricken with typhoid and malarial fever, he was compelled to 
resign. His history of this regiment is published in our 
Transactions of 1912. Ohio had a similar regiment of educa- 
tors, which entered the war under the command of Colonel, 
afterwards President Garfield. 
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Upon his return home, he served one year as superin- 
tendent of the Bloomington city schools ; then for three years 
as editor of the Bloomington Pantagraph. In 1867 he became 
the contracting agent of the King Bridge Company of Cleve- 
land, Ohio, and so continued for 35 years : afterwards was of 
the firm of Burnham & Ives, and had an interest in the 
Decatur Bridge Company, until two or three years before his 
decease when he retired from active business life. He mar- 
ried Almira S. Ives, daughter of A 1m on B. Ives, a pioneer 
Illinois lawyer, on January 22, 1866. She had a wide reputa- 
tion as an artist. Their golden wedding was celebrated in 
1916, by a large party; one year from that event was the day 
of his funeral ; upon his 80th birthday a dinner was given in 
his honor by his friends. He was a member of the Presby- 
terian church, and of the Masonic fraternity, and of the 
highest type of personal character. 

The above statement gives but a small part of the 
activities that continued until his final illness. His great 
lifetime pleasure was in antiquarian and historical research 
and authorship, which he pursued with rare zeal and success. 
He was one of the founders of the State Historical Society 
whose first meeting he attended at Urbana, in 1899, and con- 
tinued to be one of its directors from that time until his death. 
Every volume of its printed transactions shows work of his 
hands: but furnish only a small part of the record of his 
enthusiasm, plans and careful management. He did much 
by word and pen towards the erection of a State historical 
building, which, when erected, will be due in large degree to 
his labors. With Mr. Ezra M. Prince he was the founder of the 
McLean County Historical Society, and to them is due much 
the greater part of the credit of the several printed volumes 
of its transactions, with materials for several more, and the 
creditable display of exhibits. In fact, but for them it is 
improbable the institution would have gained a foothold. He 
took a leading part in the planning and laying-out of the 
park system of Bloomington and served several terms as 
Park Commissioner. These two edited the " History of Mc- 
Lean County" in 1908. He wrote the present statute that, 
after vote of the people, gives the power to Boards of Super- 
visors to appropriate moneys to the erection and maintenance 
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of county historical buildings: then, to exert a greater influ- 
ence in obtaining such a structure in his own county, con- 
sented to become a candidate for assistant supervisor, the 
only public office to which he ever aspired or which he ever 
held. He devoted much time and labor in the preparation of 
a complete list of the soldiers from his county in the earlier 
and Civil Wars, and rendered important historical services 
to the Grand Army of the Republic, and was a trustee for sev- 
eral years of the Soldiers ' Orphans 9 Home at Normal. In 
1879, he wrote a history of Bloomington and Normal. He had 
recently completed a history of the destruction of Kaskaskia 
by the Mississippi River, which is published in the annual 
proceedings of July, 1914. In that number, the editor says: 
"Capt. J. H. Burnham, read his most excellent and carefully 
prepared address on the destruction of Kaskaskia by the Mis- 
sissippi River. To the preparation of this paper Capt. Burn- 
ham has devoted months of labor and research. He has fur- 
nished the Society a definite contribution in this account of 
this most interesting and curious page of Illinois history, and 
it is to be congratulated that Captain Burnham was able to 
give the time and labor necessary for its accomplishment. 
The paper was accompanied by fine maps which will be pub- 
lished in the Transactions of the Society as a part of the ad- 
dress.' ' 

Largely in collaboration with Mr. Hiram W. Beckwith, 
the first president of our society, and with others, he made 
exhaustive study into the mysterious Indian battle grounds 
and fortifications in central Illinois, the results being given, 
in part, in the printed transactions. He had hoped to be able 
to make further research in this fascinating field. In 1903, 
his sketch of John McLean for whom McLean County was 
named, was read before our Society. 

He always felt a keen interest in his alma mater, con- 
tributed largely to its two histories, was a voluminous writer 
in the public press, and was easily the chief source of infor- 
mation as to all matters, many of them of much importance, 
in his county and had a thorough and accurate knowledge 
of past events in state and nation. 

His was the highest type of citizenship: devoted to the 
highest ideals and to the uplift of his fellow men. He never 
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thought of money reward for what he did, but he received 
to the full, the richest and deepest compensation, the grati- 
tude and esteem of all who knew him. He saved much from 
oblivion; his untiring industry and facile pen have made Illi- 
nois a better state in which to live: posterity will be his 
debtor. His was one of the most useful of lives, and, in every 
high sense, successful and enviable. 



